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PLATO

The Allegory of
the Cave

T LATO (428347 B.C.E) was borr into an aristo-
J cratic, probably Athendan, family and educared
according to the best precepts available. He eventually

became a student of Socrates and later involve?ﬁm;elf clloseiﬁ;v:lljesvz:oait:ansﬁ:\:;'::”z;:j
i only Socrates’ finest student but alse . ]
;{:)accl'l;::fi:h;:iz \\’:'Ecljrl?s(.) i\/\os: of Plato’s works are philosophical elssays ifw which Socrates
speaks as a character in a dialogue with one or mc.)re students or ||ste/|;el|5. o defented
Both Socrates and Plato lived in turbulent times. in 404' i?.C.E.- [‘1EE‘|5 | reted
by Sparta, and its government was taken over by tlyfants. Poht‘lc;i I;fe ﬂ}:\t{:;gzs—:mc”
dangerous. Plate felt, however, that hecould e:ect polsuwfel:};l:w:ngse ;:]d{s;:]t;nczd fes el
tried unjustly for corrupting the youth . «
ig;rz.tce.:\r/\i\afier that, leato):vithdréw from public life and devoted hlmse: e \f;/rf:ct,irn.ﬁ:;cittz
the academy he founded in an olive grove in Athens. The a(:aclemyI endured for al
thousand years, which tells us how greatly Plato’s thC')ngh[ was valued. o ave eld the
Although it is not easy to condense Plato’s views, he. may be lSE.lI io tcexm o
world of sense perception to be inferior to thep\;vorld of |dza|aer2[;)t;er5c;:jz;d AN
iritual realm. These ideals, or forms, Plato argued, !
ZVZLrl;Zr:emI;efore birth and then dimly remembered here on -earth. BL.IE Ehﬁen;fCTZ::tcr:;
as it is, enables people to understand what the senses perceive, despite the fa
senses are unreliable and their perceptions imperfect. .  ives il
This view of reality has long been important to phllosci)p.»hers because it g g
osophical basis to antimaterialistic thought. It values the spirit first afr;cl Ferelislazzolild o
the tyranny of sensory perception and sensory reward. In the case o hc?v t T g
Eros leads individuals to revere the body and its pleasures; I?th Fhe t lush e
is that the body is a metaphor for spiritual delights. .Pl.ato maintains thatdtt;ee ‘ ;rreda[ion
starting point, which eventually can lead to both spiritual fulfillment an p

of true beauty.

1"‘10111 %f;C;IR(’J)El()lfr‘. Translated and glossed by Benjmmin Jowetl.

PLATO: The Mlegory of the Cave

On the one hand, “The Allegory of the Cave” is a discussion of politics: The Republic,
from which it is taken, is a treatise on justice and the ideal government. On the other hand,
it has long stood as an example of the notion that if we rely on aur perceprions to know the
truth about the world, then we will know very lictle about it. In order to live ethicaily, it is
essential to know what s true and, therefore, what is important beyond the world of sensory
perception.

Piato’s allegory has been persuasive for centuries and remains at the center of thought
that attempts to counter the pleasures of the sensual fife. Most religions aim for spiritual
enlightenment and praise the qualities of the soul, which lies beyand perception. Thus, it
comes as na surprise that Christianity and other religions have developed systems of thought
that bear a close resemblance to Plato’s. Later refinements of his thought, usualiy called Neo-
Platonism, have been influential even inte modern times.

PLATO’'S RHETORIC

Two importanc rhetorical techniques are at worlk in the following selection. The first and
more obvious —at least on one level —is the device of the allegory, a story in which the
characters and situations actually represent people and sicuations in another coneext. It is
a difficult technique to sustain, although Aesop’s fables were certainly successful in using
animals ta represent people and their foibles. The advantage of the technigue is that a
complex and sometimes unpopular argument can be fought and won before the audi-
ence realizes that an argument is under way. The disaclvanrage of the technique is chat the
terms of the allegory may only approximate the situation ic represents; thus, the argument
may fail to be convincing.

The second rhetorical technique Placo uses is the dialogue. In fact, this clevice is a
hallmari of Plato’s work; indee, most of his writings are called dialogues. The Symposium,
Apology, Phaedo, Crito, Meno, and most of his famous worls are written in dialogue form.
Usually in these works Socrates is speaking to a student or a friend about highly abstract
issues, asking questions that require stmple answers. Slowly, the questioning proceeds to
elucidate the answers to complex issues.

This question-and-answer technique basically constitutes the Socratic method. Socrates
analyzes the answer to each question, examines its implications, and then asserts the truth, The
method works partly because Plato believes that people de not learn things but remember
thern. That is, people originate from heaven, where they knew the truth; they alreacly possess
krowledge and must recover it by means of the dialogue. Socrates’ method is ideally suirec|
to that purpose.

Beyond these techniques, however, we must look at Plate’s style. it is true that he is
working with difficult ideas, but his style is so clear, simple, and direct that few people would
have trouble understanding what he is saying. Considering the influence this worl has had
On world thought, and the reputation Plato had earned by the time he wrote The Repubiic,
its style is remarkably plain and accessible. Plato’s respect for rhetoric and its proper uses is
Part of the reason he can express himself with airh imnrsecive i
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23 PREREADING QUESTIONS: WHAT TO READ FOR

The followv P ere ld questions a elp you anticip CLISSION O
A g B ¥ | y ate K y u r
. | e Key S5Ues 2 (l 5 58

Plata’s “The Allegory of the Cave.” Keeping them in mind during your first reacling of the
ara's

selection shouid help focus your attention.

i i vs?
1. In what ways are we like the people in the cave looking at shadov

. . ,
2. Why is the world of sensory perception somewhat illusory?

lower world?
3. For Plato, what is the difference between the upper world and the

SOCRATES,
GLAUCON. The
deti, the prison-
ars: the light at
adistance;

the lov wall,
and the moving
figures of which
the shadows
ara seen ofi the
opposite walf
of the den.

The Allegory of the Cave

nd now, I said, let me show in a fignre how Lar our na?uie‘
Ais anlightencd or unenlightened: — Belhold! humall; beu}yﬁ
fiving in an underground den, which has a 1“1.0;1 1 0111 C;l’
towards ihe lighi and reaching ali along the denl,‘ 101:: .1 _\,1
have been [rom their childhood, and have their lecls a‘n‘(
necks chained so that they cannot move, almcl 'c'an 01_1 y sc(ef
belore hem, being prevented by the chains ll'Oﬂ."l tu'm%nz
round their heads. Above and behind them a F.n'e is .l?lL.llzmi,
al a distance, and between the fire and the prlsovne’l.s t 1;191[(1
is a raised way; and you will see, il you lgok, ?l.]D.‘\‘\. \.\- a‘ill Lll‘]e
atong the way, like the screen which marionette 1)1_&,\;@15 14w
in tront of them, over which they show the puppets,
i\?&fldo vou see, I said, men passing along the w‘all c.'arr“lfsw
ing all sorts of vessels, and statues and F‘lgulesi 91 a‘mn)l;lqr
m:a(lc ol wood and stone and various materials, \\‘.hl(_'h appes
over the wall? Some of them are talking, others silent. _
You have shiown e a strange image, and they ave strang
pl1bc;j;le<f-ourselves, I repiied; and they see only thgir o[\;l;
shadows, or the shadows of one another, which the
throws on ihe opposite wall of the cave? o
True, he said; how could they see anyth.mg but ihe é
ows if théy were never allowed Lo move the-lr h}eac.ls. .
And of the objects which are being carried in like ma
they would only see the shadows?

101

1

The prisoners
would mistake
the shadews
for realities.

Andwhzn
released, they
would stilf
persistin
majntaining
the superior
truth of the
shadows,

When dragged
Upwards, they
Would be dazzled

by excess offight.

PLATO: The Ablegory of the Cuve

Yes, he said,

And if' they were able o converse wilh one another,
would they not suppose that they were naming what was
actually before them?

Very true.

And suppose further that the prison had an echo which
came rom the other side, would they not be sure to faney
when one of the passers-by spoke that 1the voice which they
lieard came from the passing shadow?

No question, he replied,

To them, [ said, the truth would be literally nothing bui
the shadows of (he Images.

That is certain.

And now look again, and see whal will naturally [ollow

il the prisoners arve released and disabused of ihelr error,
Al first, when any of them is liberated and corapelled sud-
dently to stand up and turn Lis neck round and walk and lool
towards the light, he will suffer sharp pains; the glare will dis-
tress him, and he will be unable fo see the realitics ol which in
his fornter state he had seen the shadows; and then conceive
someone saying to him, that what he saw before was an illu-
sion, but that now, when he is approaching nearcr to being
and his eye is tuned towards more real existence, lie has a
clearcr vision—swhat will be his reply? And you may further
imagine that his instructor is pointing ta the objects as they
Pass and requiring him to name them, —will he not be pet-
plexed? Will he not fancy that the shadows which he formerly
saw ave truer than the ebjects which are now shown to him?

Far truer.

And if he is compelled to look stradght at the light, will
lie not have a pain in his eyes which will make him twrn away
to take reluge in the objects of vision which he ecan see, and
which he will conceive 1o be in reality clearer than the things
which ave now being shown to him?

True, he said.

And suppose once move, that he is reluctantly dragged
up a steep and rugged ascent, and held fast unil he is forced
into the presence of the sun himself, is he nat likely to be
pained and hritated? When he approaches the light his eyes
will be dazzled, and he will not be able to see anything at all

of what are now called realities.

Notallin a momeit, he said.
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At length they
will see the suit
and undarstand
his nature.

They would then
pity their old
cotnpanions

of the den.

tomed to the sight of the upper 21
hadows best, next the reflec-
¥ jects
{otherobjectsinthe water, and thenthe obj
d

gaze upon the light of the moon and
o and he will see the sky

sun or the light of the

THe will reguire to grow accus‘
world. And first he will see the s
tions of menasn .
themselves; then he will e Do
the stars and the spzmglec‘l 1e{1 -n t,he
and the stars by night better tha

sun by day?
Certainly. .
Last of alt he will be abl

e wate
-eflectl F him in the wa
el other; and he w

e to sce the sun, and nof mere
r. but he will see him in his own
’ 3 -
ill contemplate him
proper place, and not in an

as he is.
rLainly. I » who gives
Certs 1 )t’hen proceed fo argue that this is 1;0 ; tm;is .
e wi rgue that th o
e on and the years, and is the guardian o (0 IS,
. as [ p . ] _ e ) .
e S?Libie world, and in a certamn way the cmed ot
he vis , e o | .
ihle' h he and his fellows have been accusto
whic a

[ 1. en rea-
y i V ¥ t see 1.1‘1(3 Sl and (&
N 1 h(-! Vol.lld ﬁIS
Cle&ﬂ s he said,
| " . i i [&] i P 1(1 th
qf\.[ld W hen l.le l‘el‘ﬂel‘nbel‘ed hlS Oid 11&1)11. 10T 1 ‘ Q
r i X l yOL\ 1notT sup-
\\}‘S 10ﬂ1 Of the den aﬂd ].T.ls fenDW pllsonéls) (]c.) o a ] ! i N
o 1 L 11@ 3 OLI].d felicliﬂie hil‘“sel[ on ﬂl(} ChaIEe,; o )]('l
p()SE t gt W (6 1€

them?
Cerlainly, he would.
And if they were int hablt o'
el o b 1‘;;‘3‘2‘;1&11 of them went before, aty
o Termnar;
mg'Sha'(mlw?vsgii‘ttgr}: imd which were togethen;
e able to draw conclusions

refore best ne
e he would care fox such ho

think that
you think d e
envy the POssessors of them
| 1 3 asler,
RBetter Lo be the poor gervant of a poor mastel,
e s

y ink as the

} to endwre anything, rather than think as

and t a
o 9

alter their manner: _
i Hink that
s, he said, I thin ‘ "
¥ n fhese [alse notlons and by

he would rathe : :
@ in this ml

than entertai

mnAanner. . 1
i X aid, such
[magine once MmMore, 1 said,

in i sruation; woulk
fthe sun to be replaced in his old snua;io ;
outolt ' , P
pe certain to have his eves full of darkn

To be sure, he said.

i udde
: coming &
aone he

7 Would he not say with Homer,

y do and live

o
v suffer anything
gerable

2
]

%

17

28

he habit of conlerring honors among
kest to observe (he pass-

d.
and who were

as to the future, do

nors and glories, o

1
1

But when they
returhed to the
den, they would
see much worse
than those

who had never
left it.

The prison is
the world of
sight, the light
of the firz is
the surn.

See M the dark.

PLATO: The Allegory of the Cave

And if there were a contest, and he had to commpete in
measwring the shadows with the prisoners who had never
moved out of the den, while his sight was still weak, and
before his eyes had become steady (and the time which
would be needed to acquire this new habit of sight might be
very considerable), would he not be ridiculous? Men would
say of him that up he went and down he came without his
eyes; and that it was better not even o think of ascending;
and if any one tried to loose another and lead him up to the
light, let them only catch the offender, and they would put
him to death.

No question, he said.

This entire allegory, T said, you may now append, dear
Glaucon, to the previous argument; the prison house is the
world of sight, the light of the fire is the sun, and you will not
misapprehend me ifyou interpret the journey upwards tobe the
ascent of the soul into the intellectual world according to my
poor belief, which, at your desire, I have expressed—whether
rightly or wrongly God knows. But, whether true or false, my
opinion is that in the world of knowledge the idea of good
appears last of all, and is seen only with an effort; and, when
seen, is also inferred to be the universal anthor of all things
beautiful and right, parent of light and of the lord of light in this
visible world, and the immediate source of reason and truth in
the intellectual; and that this is the power upon which he who
would act rationally either in public or Private life must have
his eye fixed.

Tagree, he said, as far as [ am able to understand you.

Moreover, I said, you must not wonder that these who
attain to this beatific vision are unwilling to descend to human
atfairs; for their souls are ever hastening into the upper world
where they desire to dwell; which desirve of theirs is very nat-
ural, if our allegory may be trusted.

Yes, very natura),

And is there anything swprising in one who passes from
divine contemplations to the evil state of man, misbehaving him-
sell in a ridiculous manner; if, while his eyes are blinking and
before he has become accustomed to the swrounding darkness,
he is compelled to fight in cowrts of law; or in other places, about
the images or the shadows of images of justice, and is endeav-
oring to meet the conceptions of those who have never yet seen
absolute justice?

58
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The eyes miay
be Blinded in
two ways, by
excess or by
defect of light.

The conversion
of the soul is
the turning
round the eye
from darkness
to light.

The virtue of

wisdom has a

divine power

which may be

turned either
towards good

Ar Fmande sofl

. 0
hing but surprising, he replied. _
e e o tﬂon sense will remember that the 4

AN
Anyone who has co ' per hat the

bewilderments of the eyes are of two kinds, and arise fro o

ses, .  the lig - [rom going into

causes, either from coming out of the light or from IC,o ;f e

H 14 - a 1 PLS

tlzle lidl;t which is true of the mind’s eye, quite as much & e

is w oS arn,

boclﬂ:; 01yC° and he wlio remembers this when he sees ¢ 311 e

e vision : A ’ ‘00 teady t
whose vision is perplexed and weal, will not llJe (s]e} mcom o
. Ther that fman has con
Aill Arst ask whether that soul o :
laugh; he will first as a outf
t(henbl"idhter life, and is unable to see because LllllacFLts]to b
i : | to the day is dazzle
¢, or having turmed from darkness :
the darkk, or having : o
ce;s o,f light. And he will count the one happy in his con b
- bei ill pity t her; ot if he have a ming
and state of being, and he will pity the other; o, if h;} h?[,} : o
) X 7 into the light
Eo laugh at the soul which comes from below mt(]) t 11e “c e{S e
aug . is than in the laugh which gree
i ‘e re in this than in the laug
will be more reason the Jaugh o
who retwrns from above out of the light inte the det
That, he said, is a very just c11§t111ct1(;n. e of education
Lt if T am right, certain profess
But then, if T am right, ‘ caon
t be wrong when they say that they can put a kno - al
o oulw fore, li ight into hlind
into the soul which was not there before, like sigh
eyes. ' -
They undoubtediy say this, he zephfld. o and capac
: ] Nat t D <
No: s argurment shows that the i
Whereas, our argur | e e
ity of learning exists in the soul already; and that ,]ulst al :
ove was ble. (o light without the
urn [r ar s to ligh
; o furn from darkunes
eye was unable {0 ‘ nt without U
31 ole body, so too the instrument of knowledge can Iyl 03;
wh Vi oK ‘ -
the movement of the whole soul be turned from ﬁheL 3 ol
becoming into titat of being, and learn by deg ees{ ? cudute
. P ig N ) ping, or
{he sight of being, and of the brightest and best of being
- & 3
other words, of the good.
Very true. - et comeer.
\ngmust there not be some art which will efﬁ)d:o o
: ; i anting
ion in the easiest and quickest manner; not implan Lbned
e s ist ‘eacly, but has been turl
; v of sight, for that exists already, e
faculty of sight, lo ‘ B O e
in the wrong direction, and is looking away ﬁ?m
Yes, he said, such an art may be presumec : e sonl seem
. L r 4.
And whereas the other so-called virtues of the o
| iti Or eve ; hey are not orig-
0 be akin to bodily qualities, for even when th.cy b et
inally innate they can be implanted later by habit an_ 5‘1 e
(& : ) 7
the virtue of wisdom more than anything else comau? 1 g
" i [hi eS0T
element which always remains, and by this com(la o o and
dered useful and profitable; or, on the other hzu.lc, el
7 r i y C £
less, Did you never observe the narrow 111telhgenlc o
useless. . Y e
fram the keen pve of a clever rogue—how eader h )
e = o

Nefther the
uneducated
nor the over-
educated will be
good servarits
ofthe State,

Men shoyid
ascend to the
Uppzr world,
BUE thay should
also return to
the iower

PLATO: The Allegory of the Cape 58;

cleazly his paltry soul sees the Way to his end; he is the reverse
of blind, but his keen eyesight is forced into the service of evil,
and he is mischievous in proportion to his cleverness?

Very true, he said,

But what if there had been a circumecision of such natures
in the days of their youth; and ihey had been severed [front
those sensyal bleasures, such g eating and drinking, which,
like leaden weights, were attached to them at their birth, and
which drag them down and turn the vision of their souls upon
the things ihat are below-—if, | say, they had been released

[rom these impediments and turned in the Opposite direction,
the very same faculty in them would have seen the truth as
keenly as they see what their eyes are turned to now.

Very likely.

Yes, 1 saic: and there is another thing which is likely, or
rather a necessary inference from what has breceded, 1hat
neither the uneducated and uninformed of the truth, nor yet
those who never make an end of theijr education, will be able
ministers of State; not the former, because they have no single
aim of duty which is the rule of all their actions, private as well
as public; nor the latter, because they will not act at all execept
upon compulsion, fancying that they are already dwelling
apart in the islands of (he blessed.

Very true, he replied. 5

Then, 1 said, the business of us who are the founders
of the State will be ip compel the best ntnds to aftain that
knowledge which we have already shown o be the greatest
of ail—they must continue (o ascend until they arrive at the
good; but when they have ascended and seen enough we
st ot allow them to do as they do now:

What do you mean?

56
I mean that they remain in the upper world: but this must 55
not be allowed; they must he made to descend again among
the prisoners in the den, and partake of their labors and hon-
ors, whether they are worth having or not.
But is not this unjust? he saic; ought we to give them 1 58

worse life, when they might have g better?

You have again forgotien, my friend, I said, the intention 59
of the legislator, who did not aim at making any one class n
the State happy above the rest; the happiness was 10 be in
the whole State, and he held the citizens together by persua-
sion and necessity, making them benefactors of tha Siata ama

Lt ~
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The duties of
philosophats,

Their
obligations to
their coutitry
will induce
them to take
partin the
government.

They will be
willing but not
anxious to rule.

, L L is i nruments in
them, not to please themselves, but to be his instru
y
bill(]il‘lg up the State.
i ‘orgotten.
True, he Sal(l, I had [Olg ' o i . o
ODS(;I Ve Glaucon, that there will be no 111_]LIS[lCElln co .
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PLATO: The Allegory of the Cape

The statesman
must be pro-
vided with a
better lifz than

for only in the State which offers this, will they rule who are
truly rich, not in silver and gold, but in virtue and wisdonm,
which are the frue blessings of life, Whereas if they go to the

that of a ruder; administration of public affairs, poor and hungering after
and then he wifl thelr own private advantage, thinking that hence they are
”Z‘?C"Ve‘t to snatch the chief good, order there c

omee,

an never be; for they
will be fighting about office, and the civi]

which thus arise will be the ruin of the rn
of the whole State,

Most true, he replied.

And the only life which looks dowr

upon the life of politi-
cal ambition is that of (rue philosophy. Do you lmow of any
other?

and domestic broils
lers themselves and

Indeed, I do not, he said.

35 QUESTIONS FOR CRITICAL READING

1. What is the relationshi

p between Socrates and Glaucon? Are they equal in
incellectual authoricy?

Are they concerned with the same issues?
2. How does the allegory of the prisoners in the cav

relate to us today? Whart shadows do we see,
of what is real?

e watching shadows on a wall
and how do they distort our sense

b

Are we prisoners in the same sense that Plato’s characzers are?

If Plato is right that the material world is
reliance on materi

B

an illusion, how would tao greara
alism affect ethical decisions?

5. What ethical issyes, if any, are raisec| by Plato’s allegory?

6. In paragraph 49, Plato states that the virtue of wisdom ‘contzins a divine

element” What is “a divine element”? What does this statement seem to me

an?
Do you agree with Plato?

What distinctions does Plata malke bet

ween the public and the private? Would
youmake the same distinctions (seep

aras. 53—-55)?

53 SUGGESTIONS FOR CRITICAL WRITING

1. Anaiyze the allegory of the cave for its stren
the allegory implies for peopl might
lie behind that warld. To what extent are people like (or unlike) the figures in
the cave? To what extent is the world we know like the cave?

Socrates is concerned ar the end of the dialogue about the rulers of the state,
explaining that they must be more than simply rulers. They must be philoso-

phers, by which he means they must possess wisdom, Explain how
a full undercrandine ~F e e . R

gths and weaknesses. Consider what
e living in a2 world of the senses and for what

possessing
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possessing wisdom. Why should a politician in a modern democracy be aware
of the most impartant developments in science? What has science got to do
with politics? What kind of "cave” sometimes imprisons politicians and makes it
difficutt for them to know the truzh about science?

3 As far as Plato is concerned, his tale of captives in a cave relates to their being
unable to know the truth about the ideal world. But the allegory may also apply
to our own inability, because of an ignorance of science, to know the truth
about our world. Plato is talking about our perceptions, our ability to distin-
guish the true from the false. What does his allegory tell us about how we can
understand the true nature of the world around us today? How does science
help us see the truth about our existence? What is the equivalent in modern
terms of the cave in which Plato’s prisoners live?

4. Today, there is a great deal of information about the decisions that ruling politi-
cians make regarding energy exploration, advanced weaponry, human genetics,
and agricultural development. These decisions require a great deal of scientific
understanding. Pick one of these topics and research the current literature on
it and find out what kind of positions our current politicians are taking. What
laws have been written (or ignared) that have required sound scientific under-
standing? Which politicians have held which positions? Are the politicians you
reacl about well versed in the science that is necessary for their making a sound

and lasting judgment?

5. Socrates states unequivocally that Athens should compel the best and the
most intelligent young men to be rulers of the state. Review his reasons for
saying so, consider what his concept of the state is, and then take a stand on
the issue. Is it right to compel the best and most intelligent young people to
become rulers? If so, would it be equally proper to compel those well suited for
the professions of law, medicine, teaching, or religion ta follow those respec-
rive callings? Would an ideal society resulc if all people were forced to practice
the calling for which they had the best aptitude?

6. CONNECTIONS Plato has a great deal to say about goodness as it relates
to government, Compare his views with those of Lao-tzu (p. 55) and Niccolo
Machiavelli (p. 84). Which of these thinkers would Plato have agreed with maost?

in comparing these three writers and their political views, consider the nature
of goodness they required in a ruler. Do you think that we hold similar atticudes
tocay in our expectations for the goodness of our government?

7. CONNECTIONS Plato is concerned with the guestion of how we know what
we know. Francis Bacon in “The Four Idols” (p. 591) is concerned with the same
question, although he posesitin different terms. Examine the fundamental
issues each author raises. How well do these thinkers agree on basic issues?

To what extent, for example, does Bacon warn us to beware the evidence of
our senses? To what extent is Bacon as concerned about getting £o the truth as

Plato is?
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